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PART ONE














Chapter One


2002: Irene


There’s a chink of light from the street lamp coming through the vertical blinds. It spreads across the duvet on my mother’s bed and onto the pillow next to her head. I reach up and pull the curtains closer together. The faint line of light is still there, but blurred around the edges.


Which is how I feel. Blurred around the edges. Except, for me, there is no light.


I move around the bed, straightening the corners, making the inner softness of the duvet match the shape of the outer material, trying to make the cover lie flat but of course I can’t. The small round lump in the middle is my mother. However heavily her head lies on the pillow, however precisely her arms are down by her sides, her feet are never still. The cover twitches until centimetre by centimetre it slides to one side towards the floor like the pink, satin eiderdown used to do on my bed as a child.


In the end I yank her feet up and tuck the duvet underneath. Tonight I want her to look tidy. I want everything to be right.


She doesn’t like that and opens her eyes, giving up the pretence of being asleep. Lying face upwards, the skin falling back on her cheekbones, her flesh is extraordinarily smooth, pale. Translucent almost. Her eyes are vague under the thick lines of white brows drawn together.


I ignore her; I’m bone weary. That was one of my father’s phrases; he’d come in from working in the bank in the village and say it.


‘I’m bone weary, Lil.’ He’d rub at the lines on his forehead. ‘We had to stay behind for half an hour all because that silly woman’s till didn’t add up.’ Or ‘… because old Watkins insisted I show the new lad twice how I leave my books at night, just so he knows what to do…’



Old Watkins was the manager, a job my father said he could do standing on his head but never got the chance.


‘…as though Watkins thinks I might not go in tomorrow.’



And then, one day, he didn’t go into the bank. Or the day after that. Or ever again.


I wait by the bed. I move into her line of vision and it’s as if we’re watching one another, my mother and me: two women – trapped.


‘I can’t go on, Mum.’ I lift my arms from my side, let them drop; my hands too substantial, too solid to hold up. They’re strong – dependable, Sam, my husband, always says. I just think they’re like shovels and I’ve always been resentful that I didn’t inherit my mother’s slender fingers. After all I got her fat arse and thick thighs, why not the nice bits?


I’ve been awake for over a day. I glance at the clock with the extra large numbers, bought when she could still tell the time. Now it’s just something else for her to stare at, to puzzle over. It’s actually twenty-seven hours since I slept, and for a lot of them I’ve been on my feet. Not that this is out of the ordinary. This has been going on for the last year: long days, longer nights.


‘Just another phase she’s going through,’ the Irish doctor says, patting me on the shoulder as she leaves. ‘You’re doing a grand job.’ While all the time I know she’s wondering why – why I didn’t give up the first time she suggested that I should; why, by now, I’ve not admitted it’s all too much and said ‘Please, please take her away, just for a week, a day, a night. An hour.’



But I don’t. Because I have no choice. Mum told me years ago she’d sorted it out with her solicitor. There was no way she’d agree to our selling this house; as a joint owner with Sam and me, she would block any attempt we made. There’s no way we could afford to put her into care either; over the years, we’ve ploughed most of Sam’s earnings into the renovation and upkeep of the place. So here I am. Here we are.


But there is another reason, a more precious reason that means I can’t – won’t leave this house. Rose, is here. It’s over thirty years since she left us. But I still sense her next to me, hear her voice sometimes, feel her trying to comfort me. I won’t leave her on her own again. I did it once before – I won’t do it a second time. Not like that anyway.


‘I can’t go on, Mum,’ I repeat. My head swims with tiredness and I’m so cold inside.


She doesn’t answer. She doesn’t have to most of the time. I’ve learned to interpret the noises: the tones of each wail, yell and cry. Even the sniffs. She was always good on the sniffs. She had a whole language of sniffs: contempt, short and sharp, lips pursed; utter displeasure, long drawn out, lip corners pulled in tight; anger, almost silent, nostrils flaring. And then there was her pleased sniff (not used very often), a long spluttering drawing in of breath accompanied by a rare smile.


She watches me. Or is that my imagination? Because as I move, her eyes don’t; unfocussed, they’re settled on the photograph of the three of us on the beach at Morecambe. I was six in the picture and I’m sitting on Dad’s lap: the time it was taken as distant as the vague shoreline behind us; the grey sea as misty, unattainable, and as far away as yesterday’s thoughts. At least to her.


Or is she seeing something else? A memory? That memory? I’m hoping that of all the recollections that linger, if any do linger in that blankness that has been her mind for so long, of all the memories, it’s that one. The one that makes hate battle with pity and reluctant love. If nothing else, I hope she remembers that.


I feel quite calm. I don’t speak; it’s all been said.


And now her eyes move from my face, past me. It’s as though she knows. I’m so close I see the criss-cross of fine red lines across the whites, the tiny yellow blobs of sleep in the inner corners, the slight stutter of a nerve on the eyelid that moves the sparse lashes.


And then she speaks. ‘Rose?’ she says. Clearly. ‘Rose’. Just like that.


1963


I was eight when Rose was born. All that summer I’d watched as my mother’s stomach grew larger and rounder. As she moved ever slower, each foot ponderously placed on the ground beneath her. As her face grew tighter with rage and bitterness.


‘She’s tired, Irene,’ Dad said when I asked him what was wrong. We were in the park. It was the week before the autumn term started. The long summer days were behind us, there was a slight chill in the air, but we were making the most of the time that was left.


Thinking about what Dad said, I slowly pushed my foot against the ground. I knew it was more than that; Mum was angry about something.


Normally in summer we went for a week to the seaside. Usually Southport or Morecambe but we hadn’t been anywhere for a holiday that year. Or even for one of our picnics at Bramble Clough, a dip in the hill where a tiny stream gurgled through rocks and crannies, bordered by wimberry bushes and dried heather. We’d sit on Dad’s tartan blanket and eat beef paste butties and drink lemonade.


I remembered the last time we were there. I’d made a daisy chain…



Mum and Dad were lying on their backs, holding hands. I draped the daisy chain on Mum’s head. It fell over her nose and she sneezed. Dad sat up and sang.


‘ “Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer do.


I’m half crazy all for the love of you…”’



Mum and me laughed and stuffed our fingers in our ears. He was so out of tune. Nanna always said Dad couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket and she was right. But it didn’t ever stop him singing: when he was working in the garden, when he was in the bath, whenever the fancy took him. He used to try to sing me to sleep but Mum stopped him because she said it made me too giddy to settle down.


Dad pretended to take offence so Mum and me jumped on him and tickled him until he shouted “barley” and gave in. The sun shone that day.


Bending and stretching out my legs to make the swing move, I looked around. It was that time of day when mums had already taken the younger children home for their teas. Over by the river on the far side of the large grassed area, some boys were messing about. They were hanging upside down on two tyres fastened to ropes slung over branches on the trees on the bank. After a hot summer, little water flowed over the grey boulders and shale on the riverbed. At least they wouldn’t get wet if they fell in. I recognised Sam Hargreaves. He’d been my friend since our first year at Hopfield Primary School. And he helped his father deliver newspapers to our house, in holiday time.


I was so high on the swing that the chains slackened and jerked as I passed the bar they were fastened to. Arms straightened, I leant backwards so I had an upside down picture of Dad sitting on the bench, legs straightened, ankles crossed. He’d taken off his jacket and tie and pushed his trilby to the back of his head. He was cradling his pipe in his cupped hand.


‘Looks like the smoke from your pipe is falling down instead of up,’ I said, ‘looks funny.’ I saw him smile. It made me feel good. So I decided it would be all right to say what was bothering me. ‘Why is Mum tired?’ I asked, ‘She doesn’t do much.’ She’d even stopped our Sunday afternoon baking cakes and biscuits times, which was something we’d done for as long as I could remember.


He’d frowned at that but only said, ‘Now, now, love.’



I swung in silence, my hair sweeping the ground at the lowest point. The bit of the park we were in: the concrete area that held the swings, slide and the iron spider’s web roundabout, was deserted.


‘She is doing something, you know,’ Dad said eventually, ‘she’s growing your little brother or sister.’ He rubbed his knuckles on his neck, looked uncomfortable; or maybe it was the upside down image I had of his smiling mouth.


I thought it was a silly thing to say. ‘Isn’t she happy doing that?’ I sat up, scraping the soles of my shoes on the ground to slow the swing.


‘Of course she is.’ But he wouldn’t look at me. Instead he concentrated on his pipe and flicked the lighter into the tobacco which already glowed red. ‘She’s looking forward to us having an addition to our family.’ He sounded odd, saying those words and I could tell he was embarrassed about something because his ears were red.


‘Your ears have gone red,’ I told him. ‘And your nose is growing – so I know you’re fibbing. Nanna said Mum has a face like a smacked backside these days; I heard her say that to her friend last week.’ She’d actually said “arse” but I didn’t dare repeat that, I’d never heard Dad swear, not even “damn”, which I’d heard Mum say a lot over the last few months. And if I did say it, he might not let me go on my own again to Nanna’s flat on the Barraclough estate.


‘Enough.’ His tone was sharp, sharper than he ever used on me.


My eyes stung and I twisted the swing’s chains round, pushing on the ground with the toes of my shoes until I almost couldn’t reach any more and I was higher than him. I didn’t want him to see I was crying. I lifted my feet and was flung around and around. I was dizzy when it stopped. ‘That made my eyes water,’ I said, defiantly, pushing a finger under the frames of my glasses to brush away the tears.


‘Time we went home,’ he said. And then to show he wasn’t cross, ‘we’ll get an ice cream.’ He pointed with the stem of his pipe towards the entrance of the park where the tinny sound of ‘Greensleeves’ emerged from inside the white van decorated with cartoons. ‘I’ll race you.’ He stood, took off his hat and folded his jacket over his arm. ‘Go on, I’ll give you a head start.’



I didn’t need telling twice. I was off. He let me win, of course.


I loved my Dad.


A week later I came home from school to find Rose had been born. I was surprised and pleased to see Nanna in the kitchen waiting for me. She didn’t visit often; her and Mum didn’t get on that well, even though they were mother and daughter. And, even better, she’d made jam tarts and had brought a bottle of Dandelion and Burdock with her.


‘Calm down, wash your hands and finish this lot first.’ She put the plate and glass in front of me, her hand lingering on top of my head.


I grinned up at her, jigging about in my chair so much that the pop went up my nose and I spluttered crumbs everywhere. I laughed and so did she, but there was something about her eyes that made me hesitate.


‘You okay, Nanna?’



‘I’m fine love.’



Later, when I look back into that moment, I see her hands trembling, hear the catch in her voice but right then I was too excited.


I raced upstairs to their room, calling, ‘Mum, I’m home.’ Even though she’d become so grumpy lately I’d still have a hug and a kiss from her when I got back from school. But not that day.


Mum was in bed, hunched under the clothes. She didn’t move. Or speak. Perhaps she was tired; she’d been tired a lot lately. I patted the bedclothes where I thought her shoulders were and went round the other side of the bed.


The baby was in the old blue carrycot that had been mine and stored in the attic. I’d helped Dad to clean it up ages ago.


‘What’s she called?’ Mum didn’t answer. When I glanced at her she’d come out of the covers and was looking away from me, staring towards the window. Her fingers plucked at the cotton pillowcase. ‘Is she okay?’ I asked. The baby was so small; even though I could only see her head I could tell she was really little. I leaned over the carrycot. ‘Can I hold her?’



‘No.’ Dad’s hand rested on my shoulder, warm, gentle. ‘She’s too tiny.’ He paused, cleared his throat. ‘And she’s not well, I’m afraid.’



That frightened me. I studied my sister carefully: tiny flat nose between long eyes that sloped upwards at the outer corners. A small crooked mouth pursed as though she was a bit cross about something. I could see the tip of her tongue between her lips. ‘She doesn’t look poorly.’ I tilted my head one way and another, studying her from different angles. Nope, except for the little twist in her top lip, which was cute, she looked fine. ‘What’s she called?’ I asked again, watching her little face tighten and then relax as she yawned, then sighed.


Turning on her back, Mum slid down under the eiderdown. ‘Take it away,’ she mumbled.


At first I thought she was she talking about me. Had I done something to upset her or the baby? But then I thought perhaps having a baby made you cross so I decided to forgive her. In the silent moment that followed I heard the raucous cry of a crow as it landed, thump, on the flat roof of the kitchen outside the bedroom window.


‘What’s she called?’ I whispered to Dad, determined one of them would tell me. When there was still no reply I looked up at him and then back at my sister. ‘I’m going to call her Rose, ’cos that’s what her mouth looks like; a little rosebud, like my dolly’s.’



Dad gathered both handles of the carrycot and lifted it from the stand. ‘I’ll take her,’ he said, and cocked his head at me to follow.


‘Do what you want.’ Mum’s voice was harsh. ‘I don’t want that thing near me.’



Then I knew she meant the baby, my baby sister. I was scared again. Something was happening I didn’t understand. But I knew it was wrong to call your baby ‘it’. It made me feel sick inside.


‘That’s mean,’ I whispered.


Mum held her hand above the covers. ‘Irene, you can stay. Tell me what you’ve been doing in school today.’ She pointed to the hairbrush on the dressing table, pushing herself up in the bed. ‘Fetch the brush. I’ll do your hair.’



The words were familiar; it was something she said every day. But her voice was different. It was as though she was trying to persuade me to do it. Like in school when one of your friends had fallen out with another girl and she was trying to get you on her side. It didn’t seem right; it didn’t seem like the mum I knew.


‘No, I’ll go with Dad.’ Suddenly I couldn’t bear to be anywhere near my mother. I held the end of the carrycot, willing Rose to wake up. And then she opened her eyes. And, even though I know now it would have been impossible, I would have sworn at that moment she looked right at me and her little mouth puckered into a smile.


That was the first time I understood you could fall in love with a stranger, even though that stranger is a baby who can’t yet talk.


And that you could hate somebody even though you were supposed to love them.














Chapter Two


2002: Yesterday: Noon


Mum’s dozing. Cocooned in her armchair, in the corner of her room under a mountain of blankets with just her head sticking out, she looks like a big fat baby. I swear she’s bloody healthier than she has been in years. She should be; she eats almost everything put in front of her. Or should I say, spooned into her. And by the time I’ve fed her, what with scooping up all she lets drip down her chin or has spat back at me, any appetite I had has vanished.


It’s cold for September. Or perhaps it’s just me; it could be lack of sleep or the fact that, even though it’s lunchtime, I’m still in my nightie and thin dressing gown.


I pick up the dish of mashed potatoes and gravy. Watching her, hoping to move without her noticing, I spread my knees and push myself up into a half-crouch position. The chair creaks.


‘No.’ She says the word she uses most these days.


‘I’m just going down to the kitchen to put the dish in the sink.’ I seem to spend my days running up and down those blasted stairs. I feel the sigh deep inside me and I realise I haven’t taken my daily antidepressant yet.


We did discuss moving her bed into the living room once, to make things easier for me in the daytime but that would mean we’d only have the kitchen to sit in at weekends or in the evenings if we wanted to be on our own. And, anyway, she still needs to be up here for a shower. How else would I keep her clean? So we left things as they are.


Her grip is a vice around my wrist. She doesn’t open her eyes.


‘I won’t be a moment,’ I say.


She begins to cry; the tears line the closed lids and slide down the sides of her face.


But she doesn’t let go. I subside into the chair and swallow the sigh.



I think I see a shadow slip into the room. There’s a warmth that surrounds me. I don’t turn.




1963


Up to that year I remember that my mum laughed a lot. And I felt loved. I even put up with the hated ringlets she insisted I wore.


‘Shows off your beautiful hair,’ she’d say, running her hand along them and letting them spring back into a coil.


So, because I loved her as well, I put up with the nightly routine. Before tightly wrapping my hair in damp rags she brushed it fifty times like someone out of a fairy story. She’d count aloud each long sweep from root to end, until my scalp tingled and my legs began to itch through standing still, the skin on my calves mottled orange and purple with the lack of circulation.


I never saw her brush Rose’s hair.


‘Why don’t you brush Rose’s hair, Mum?’



‘Not much to brush, love.’



‘There is, she has lovely hair – all black and silky.’



The methodical strokes paused, just for a second, but, all the same, the rhythm was broken.


‘Just go and put your pyjamas on,’ she said. ‘It’s late.’




‘It’s the weekend. And anyway, I need to do Rose’s hair.’ If you won’t, I thought, in a rare moment of rebellion. I just wanted her to love Rose in the same way she loved me. I couldn’t understand why she didn’t.



She sniffed, one of her cross sniffs: long drawn out, with the corners of her lips pulled in tight. I was sure she knew what I really meant, what I really wanted.


Rose was born with a shock of black hair that stood on end, making her look permanently surprised. It was a lot thicker than mine, and slippery, so, however hard I tried to fasten a ribbon in it, it didn’t stay there. I envied her; at least she didn’t have to go through the torture of the ringlet-making every night.


She cried a lot the first few weeks she was born. Every afternoon, when I came home from school, I’d hear the high-pitched wail and drop my satchel to hold her tight, breathing in the lovely smell of the Johnson’s baby lotion that I’d smoothed onto the dry skin of her arms and legs that morning. Almost instantly she quietened and the jerky movements of her arms and legs stilled as though she had been waiting for me. She was so tiny. But right from the beginning I thought she had a personality of her own and we’d gaze into one another’s eyes: me studying the flecks of white deep in her irises, Rose staring up at me, willing me to understand her needs.


I became a dab hand at folding nappies small enough to fit my sister and I’d leave some already doubled into triangles for Dad for when I was in school. Between us we learned to mix one part Carnation milk to four parts of water, something the doctor recommended for Rose because she was so little. Looking back now, the thought of the sweet stickiness of the stuff, clinging to the sides of the bottle, makes me heave. But even though she wasn’t that good at sucking, and sometimes her nose was so bunged up she struggled, she did thrive on it; each day she seemed to me to grow a bit stronger. Although when she wasn’t crying she didn’t move much, sometimes, when I waved her rattle for her, her eyes followed the sound.


Dad took time off work to look after her by pretending he was poorly but then, when Rose was three months old, he had to go back because, after a lot of letters from the bank where he worked, his boss came to see how he was.


So Nanna moved in with us on Grove Street. I think she was happy to be with us; I knew she’d been lonely since Grandad had died the year before.


A lot of the time, Mum stayed in bed. It upset me; I wanted my old mum back. But, as the weeks went by, it also made me resent her. Nanna said it was because she was sad. I didn’t see why; like I said to Sam enough times, it wasn’t as though we asked her to look after Rose.














Chapter Three


2002: Yesterday: 1.00 p.m.


I think I must have slept. I have a crick in my neck, I feel spaced out and my arm is a cold dead weight on my lap. Mum is still clutching my wrist although she’s now asleep – head dropped down, mouth open, a long line of saliva attaching lips to chest.


The dish of mash and gravy has tipped over on the carpet. I stare down at the mess; it’ll need cleaning up.



I prise her fingers open and stand up, pausing halfway when the bloody chair creaks again. When I try to walk, my leg gives way and I cross the room in a kind of sideways, high-stepping shuffle, like John Cleese in Monty Python’s Flying Circus’ Ministry of Funny Walks. At the time I laughed till I cried. Now it’s not funny: pins and needles shoot from foot to thigh. So, with both legs and one arm out of action I stand at the window waiting for the tingling to pass.



Despite feeling chilled to the bone I can see it’s a lovely day out there. Lots of blue sky traced with tendrils of cloud that every now and then shadow the sun. The leaves, still thick on the flowering cherry tree outside the house, barely move. And a young girl, strutting past, sports the tiniest cropped top and miniskirt. So it must be warm. Although I suppose that means nothing – I’m not near enough to see if she’s also sporting blue skin and goose bumps. A bus draws up at the stop on the road with a groan of brakes, regurgitates a cluster of passengers and sucks in the next lot who’ve been waiting: a non-communicating line of the patient and the impatient. I watch until I get a head-and-shoulders view of them, one behind the other in individual windows. I turn around, arms behind me holding on to the edge of the windowsill.


She’s staring straight through me.


‘Okay, Mum?’



She scowls and farts. Loudly. Which reminds me, I need to change the sheet on her bed; she pulled her incontinence pad out of her knickers in the night.


I leave the dish where it is for now. One thing at a time.


1963


After Rose was born nothing was ever the same again.


I’d thought that all our family outings had stopped because Mum was so tired when she was carrying Rose in her tummy. Then I thought that with Nanna looking after my sister during the daytime, so Mum could rest, we’d go back to normal. But that didn’t happen.


What I missed most were the day trips that Dad’s bank arranged. These outings were the best ever. Crowded coaches full of everyone laughing and shouting to one another, noisier on the home journeys when the adults were even sillier. It always surprised me that I’d slept when we pulled up at the end of Grove Street.


My favourite of those trips were to Blackpool to see the illuminations. It was one of Mum’s favourites as well. The last time we went she said it was one of the best years. That was the year before Rose as well.


It had been raining all day but it had stopped by teatime. We’d already seen the lights in the daytime, the funny cartoon figures dressed like all the cards: Queen of Diamonds, Jack of Spades, all fastened to the street lamps, the village scenes on the other side of the tram tracks, the trams covered in different coloured bulbs. But it was best at night. Everything was lit up and against the blackness of the sky, the illuminations came to life.


‘Isn’t it wonderful, Irene? Look, look at the big red stars so high up.’ Mum lifted me so I was standing on the seat, my palms flat on the window of the coach as it drove slowly along the promenade. ‘See how they twist and turn. And look, a picture of an elephant.’ Bulbs lit one by one to show the big animal carrying a funny man with a funny red hat on his head.


‘Wait – see the double-decker trams are coming. Derek, Derek, look on this side.’



Dad was standing in the aisle of the coach, leaning on the back of one of the seats and talking to a man who was doing the same, each pointing illuminations to one another on the other side of the road. Sitting on the seats were two women.


‘Derek!’ Mum sounded a bit impatient but she was still smiling when I looked down at her. She kissed me on the side of my face. ‘Look, Irene.’ The coach stopped, halted by the cars in front of it. Dad came to sit alongside us again. He put his arm over Mum’s shoulder, whispering something in her ear which made her laugh while, at the same time, reaching further to tickle me.


‘Dad!’ I squirmed. ‘Look!’ A double-decker tram trundled past us along the track covered in red and yellow lights that were arranged to make it look like a train.


‘What’s it say?’



‘It’s advertising ABC Weekend Television,’ he said. ‘Listen, that’s the music they play, the three notes.’



A crackly “la-te-doh”. It took me ages to get that little tune out of my head afterwards.


The coach suddenly started again. There were giggling screams and scuffling from some of the women behind us, pretending to fall about in their seats. Laughter and shouts of ‘Whoa’ and ‘Hey-up’ from the men. I turned to watch but Mum blocked my view.


‘There’s been too much drinking again, Derek. They’re getting rowdy.’



‘Ah, leave it Lil. No harm being done.’ He bent his head to hers and gave her a big loud kiss on the mouth. ‘See, we can join in and all.’



She gave him a pinch on the arm but I could tell she was pleased because she was smiling when she pointed out more pictures to me. We passed a huge board showing a scene of a family gathered together as though for a photograph: three adults, a little girl sitting at the side of the mother, a baby on the father’s knee, and an older woman to one side, her hand on the baby’s leg.


‘It’s us,’ I said. ‘You, me, Daddy and Nanna. Except for the baby – we don’t have a baby. Shall we get one?’



Dad threw his head back and laughed. But, all at once, the humour died on his face when he glanced at Mum and he grabbed her hand. We watched the rest of the illuminations in silence. I wasn’t sure what had happened but she was very quiet on the journey home.


After Rose was born, when I thought about that last time at the illuminations, it reminded me of that picture of the family. But it made me feel sad.


And, after Rose was born we didn’t even go for the usual walk on Sunday evenings. I wasn’t always keen on those, unless it was to the park or along the river path to feed the ducks there. I used to love walking between Mum and Dad. They’d hold my hands and do little runs, swinging me up into the air, over and over again. I even missed the times when the outing was Dad’s favourite, up the hill to the war memorial. I’d trail behind them moaning about my aching legs until Dad hoisted me onto his back. After Rose, I even offered to do that walk and said Dad could carry Rose instead of me. But it didn’t happen.


None of my family seemed happy anymore. I missed the laughter.


And there were lots of rows. Nanna and Mum kept up a constant niggling at one another. Nanna would look ashamed and mouth ‘sorry’ at me as I stamped out of whatever room they were in, a wailing Rose in my arms. But Mum never even paused for breath when she was on a rant.


And, at the same time, I noticed there was something wrong between Dad and Mum.


For as long as I could remember my parents had played a sort of game every time Dad came home from work. I’d watch him creep up behind Mum, his finger to his lips telling me not to give him away. She would pretend she didn’t hear him. He’d swoop, his arms around her waist and he’d twirl her round and round. She’d struggle and tell him to put her down but then laugh and give him a big noisy kiss. Watching them I used to think my laughter was like happiness bubbles inside me.


That game stopped.


And after Rose, whenever they were together, Mum constantly sniped at him, like he couldn’t do right for doing wrong. I’d see her giving him sideways narrow-eyed glances, her lips pursed, her nostrils big with one of her sniffs.


Almost every night I heard them through the bedroom wall. Well, I could hear Mum’s high-pitched voice, interspersed every now and then by Dad’s low rumbling answers.


I hated that.


Sometimes I wondered if our family times stopped because Nanna was living with us. But that made me feel bad, as though I was thinking it would be better if she didn’t. Of course it wouldn’t have been; who would look after Rose when I was at school and Dad was at the bank?


I watched all of them and kept my head down. My only job was to look after Rose, to protect her. It upset her when people shouted. She’d cry the minute they started.


Yet worse than the rows were the silences and the watching; we spent a lot of time watching one another, waiting to see how one or another reacted to anything Rose did. Usually it was Dad and Nanna who watched Mum whenever she was near my sister; I was never sure what they thought she would do.














Chapter Four


2002: Yesterday: 2.00 p.m.


In my room I dress quickly. No time for a wash; she’s crying again. A pitiful wail. ‘I’m here, Mum,’ I shout, ‘won’t be a minute. Look at the picture I gave you. It’s on your knee.’ A photograph of William, the Border collie we used to have. He was Dad’s dog but once Rose was born he wouldn’t leave her side.


I give my hair a perfunctory comb through, wincing as I tug at the day-old tangles and thanking my lucky stars the hairdresser cut it this short the last time she came to the house. I’ve no time to bother with it; I’ve got that bed to sort out…



When I sense the soft breath on the back of my neck I don’t turn. In the mirror the image shimmers, the black hair like a halo around her head. I hold out my hand and touch the mirror with my fingertips.


1964


Many of my so-called friends drifted away, stupidly embarrassed to be seen with me when I was pushing Rose around the streets in her pram. But Sam Hargreaves stayed: always there, right by my side. I knew that, in a way, he was as lonely as me with his dad out working all the time and no mum around. He never talked about where she was. If I ever asked he’d tell me to shut up. So, all I knew was that it was only him and his dad. And, like me, he loved his dad.


And I was always glad to see him when he came to sit with me on the front doorstep with Rose, when I didn’t want to go inside the house because of the rows.


One of those times, a Saturday morning, I’d been sitting on the step cuddling Rose for ages. Mum was angry about something and was shouting at Dad. It was taking me all my time not to cry. Sam arrived. At first he didn’t speak, but then gave me a nudge.


‘Look what I’ve got,’ he said, and pulled a crust and a couple of white bread slices from his trouser pocket. Crumbs spilled all over the step and I brushed them onto the pavement with my hanky, before Nanna saw. She was very particular about keeping the doorstep clean.


‘Why were they in your pocket? Is it your breakfast?’ I knew that, lots of times, he had to see to his own breakfast if his dad was delivering the papers or had gone to work in the newspaper shop.


‘Nah, don’t be daft, it’s for the ducks. I thought we could take Rose to feed them if you were up for it?’



‘Won’t your dad find out you’ve taken the bread?’



‘He won’t mind. Anyroad he doesn’t like the crusts, I always have them.’ He jumped up and hauled me to my feet, balancing Rose against his chest so I could tie her bonnet tighter and wrap her scarf around her neck.


We shared carrying her because I didn’t want to go into the house to get her pram. So we were a bit puffed by the time we got to the river and we had to sit on the low wall by the bridge to get our breath back.


Few people were on the path. Except for the occasional car passing over the bridge and the sound of sparrows in the hedges, there was little sound. The river was still, the surface reflecting the light grey sky and the thin branches of the overhanging trees. There was no warmth in the April sun but, because there was no breeze, it didn’t feel cold. Even so I hugged Rose to me when we hunkered down on the banking.


There were no ducks.


‘Don’t worry,’ Sam answered my disappointment. ‘Just watch.’ He ripped a chunk of crust off and rubbed it between his palms before throwing it into the water. The crumbs freckled the surface sending circles of ripples around them.


The sudden quacking and rush and splatter of ducks made Rose jump.


‘Quack-quacks.’ Sam took hold of her hand and waved it towards them. ‘Quack-quacks.’



We watched her face as they gobbled up the rest of the bread. She didn’t seem sure at first but then she laughed.


Sam chuckled. ‘I knew she’d like them.’ He stood brushing his hands together, letting the last of the crumbs fall onto the water. ‘You okay now?’



‘Yeah.’



He didn’t ask what was going on in my family. When we got back home he patted both Rose and me on the shoulder.


‘See you.’



I could hear him whistling even when he’d turned the corner at the end of our street.














Chapter Five


2002: Yesterday: 2.00 p.m.


Mum’s cries are louder. When I hurry across the landing she’s slid out of the armchair. Don’t ask me how; she hardly ever moves these days and she’s always a dead weight when I try to lift her from chair to bed or bed to chair. Sometimes, with my arms around her she feels strong, rigid, as though any moment she’ll take her own weight and walk. Or at least shuffle. But it doesn’t happen; she’ll suddenly collapse and we waddle the short distance, me clinging on to her, legs bent, giant strides – while slowly but surely, she’s slipping through my arms.


I check her over to make sure she hasn’t hurt herself and then take my mobile out of my cardigan pocket and phone Sam to come home to lift her back into her chair. He’s a painter and decorator and today, thankfully, only working down the road. I don’t know how I’d manage without him at times like this.


He tells me he’ll be here as soon as possible, hopefully in ten minutes. In the meantime we sit on the floor next to the dish. I notice the spilled gravy has white greasy blobs of film on it; it’ll be the devil to clean off the carpet.



I manage to sit her up and get behind her, wrapping my arms around her waist to pull her closer while I sing her favourite song, “We’ll Meet Again”, six times in rapid succession. Every time I finish she jerks her shoulders up and down until I start again.



1964


Rose was having one of her restless nights. I thought it was my fault; I’d made her too tired to sleep.


That morning I’d taken her to the park.


Sitting on the bench near the swings, rocking the pram back and forth, I watched the families around me. There were mums with babies in prams posher than ours. I didn’t care about that but some of the babies were sitting up and looking around and chuckling, waving to the sparrows as they flew past or patting their hands together. I thought some of them looked about the same age as Rose and I wanted her to do the same as them. I propped her pillow around her and wedged the doll I’d bought for her when she was born next to her, so she could sit up and watch the older children playing, notice the leaves blowing in the trees, see the flowers.


But she kept sliding sideways, looking so uncomfortable that I laid her down again. I tried to get her to hold her rattle and a daisy that I’d picked. But though she waved her arms around, her fingers spread wide, she couldn’t manage to catch hold. Even when I wrapped her fingers around the stem of her rattle, it dropped as soon as I took my hand away.


Back home, after Dad and me had eaten some of Nanna’s lovely Saturday potato cakes, slathered in butter, he asked me to look after Rose while he went out to do the weekly shopping.


Of course I didn’t mind. I had a plan.


When he’d gone and Nanna was in the kitchen doing something, I put Rose on her back on a blanket on the carpet in the living room and changed her nappy. Then I lay alongside her, trying to get her to roll over onto her tummy towards me. I bounced the doll on the floor, making its pot legs move.


‘Look, Rose, Caroline’s dancing. Dance, dance, dance.’ I pulled faces which, after a moment of looking puzzled, made her chuckle. In the moments in-between she made soft sounds, reaching out to me, trying to touch my glasses. But she didn’t move her body. I stroked her hands, held her soft pudgy fingers in mine and gently pulled. I was sure she tried to turn over. But she couldn’t do it.


In the end we sorted it by me putting the flat of my hand under her back and rolling her over myself, careful not to let her face bash onto the blanket. Then I turned her onto her back again and gently tickled her, blowing raspberries on the soft damp rolls of her neck. She loved it. In the end we were both helpless with giggling.


We played like that for ages, until my arms ached and she started to get floppy with tiredness. She hadn’t managed to turn on her own. But I knew she would one day and I was determined to keep helping her.


So, like I said, listening to her crying that night, I knew it was my fault.


I waited to see if Dad got up with her as usual but he must have been so tired he didn’t hear her. Throwing back my covers to go and see to her I heard their bedroom door crash open. I could tell it was Mum by the way she ran down the stairs. She had Rose with her. My sister’s cries were piercingly loud at first and then muffled. I held my breath and listened. I waited for Dad to follow but he didn’t. Then I heard Mum come back up. My sister wasn’t with her. The door to the living room must have been closed; Rose’s cries were muted but I could still hear her.


Nanna and I bumped into one another in the darkness. ‘You go down to her.’ Nanna’s voice was quiet but in a funny way, like she was talking through her teeth.


Dad soon came. He made a bottle up for her while I walked around trying to sooth her. But by then she was so worked up it took her a while to latch on to the teat. Eventually, between us we quietened Rose but nothing and nobody would have been able to silence the row above us.


Things changed after that night. Nanna took Rose’s cot into her room. Mum didn’t seem to care; at least she never said anything about it when I was around.


Often, through the thin wall between my room and the bedroom they slept in, I heard Rose whimper and the low murmur of Nanna’s voice. If Rose got to full throttle, which seemed to take no time at all, I’d hear the squeak of the hinges of the door and Nanna’s slow heavy tread on the stairs. She never wore shoes in the house as far as I can remember. Her feet were always encased in slippers, fawn with a red criss-cross pattern and a large pom-pom on the front which wobbled as she shuffled around the kitchen. Nanna was a martyr to her bunions and, in winter, to chilblains that made her toes look like little red tomatoes.


Sometimes, if it was a weekend and I didn’t have to go to school the following day, I was allowed to go downstairs as well. Nanna used to say that Rose cheered up as soon as she saw me, even from being a tiny baby. As the months passed, hardly a week went by that my sister wasn’t awake some of the night. Often Dad was there too, sitting at the kitchen table with Rose, trying to get her to touch the abacus. She couldn’t hold onto anything still, but Dad would guide her hand so that, together, they could give the little coloured balls a good belt. She chuckled each time they whizzed along the metal bar with a zipping sound and a loud click. She’d spend hours on that thing, given chance. Dad always got fed up first.


I loved being up in the night with Dad and Rose and Nanna.














Chapter Six


2002: Yesterday: 2.30 p.m.


By the time Sam arrives my voice is going and I can’t feel my legs. She’s wet herself. And me. We both need a change of clothes.


He lifts her up as though she’s a child and puts her back into her armchair and tucks the thick woolly blanket around her, ignoring her cries and flapping arms; leaving me to wait until the blood supply reaches my legs so I can stand up.


He’s a lovely man, my Sam; tall and broad shouldered. He’s taken off his white overalls. His dark blue polo shirt matches his eyes. And although his hair is grey, it’s thick and he wears it long, tied back in a ponytail. Unusual, I suppose, for a man who’s almost fifty. But he doesn’t look his age; his skin is clear and faintly tanned because he’s been doing a lot of outside painting this summer and is almost without wrinkles, except for the laughter lines around his eyes and the creases on either side of his mouth. I always think of him as strong featured. A strong man. My man.


1965


Nanna and Dad took Rose to the doctors when she was two. I didn’t know until afterwards or I would have made sure I went with them. It was days before they told me what was wrong; there was something different about her heart, they said. So we all had to keep an eye on her when she got the colds and bad chests that seemed to happen so often. I thought even Mum looked upset but I didn’t understand why she hadn’t taken my sister to the doctors; that’s what mums should do; that’s what happened when there was something wrong with me.


I loved Rose and, as I said before, I made myself responsible for her, which meant I didn’t go out unless I took her with me. So I couldn’t join in with the skipping or the tag games. And it was difficult playing hide and seek with a little girl who didn’t know how to keep quiet. Who laughed a lot.


She made me laugh too. I didn’t mind looking after her at all. I loved the soft touch of her hands on my face. I loved the trusting heaviness of her in my arms. I was just lonely.


‘What’s wrong with her? You’ve never said.’



Sam and me were sharing a bag of chips and fish bits, sitting on the kerb outside the chippy on Travis Road. Rose was lying in my lap asleep, one floppy arm dangling over my knees. William, our dog sat opposite me, panting, hoping for one of us to drop a piece of the tasty batter bits.


‘Nothing,’ I said, annoyed. I didn’t want anyone judging my sister. I looked down at her; in her dreams – I liked to think she dreamt like me – in her dreams, expressions floated across her features. I caught a glimpse of Dad’s focussed concentration when he listened to me, Nanna’s smile quivering on my sister’s lips. I saw nothing of my mother.


‘There is. My Auntie Alice has a baby your Rose’s age and she’s sitting up properly. Walking as well,’ he added, looking puzzled.


‘Shut up!’ I spoke too loudly; Rose jerked, her fingers spread wide apart and she whimpered. I cuddled her to me, stroking the back of her neck; she always liked that. She quietened, her cheek warm and moist against mine.


Sam looked crestfallen. ‘Sorry.’



I relented. He wasn’t to know after all. I spoke quietly. ‘She’s got Down’s syndrome.’ I’d heard Mum once call her a mongoloid but Dad said the correct name for what Rose had was Down’s syndrome which sounded nicer. Softer. So that’s what I said.


He didn’t look any the wiser and held out the greasy, almost empty bag. ‘Last chip?’ It was as though he didn’t know what else to say, his face was flushed.


‘No thanks.’ I looked steadily at him; it felt important for some reason that he understood, that he accepted her as much as I did. ‘She just doesn’t do things as quickly as other kids.’



‘Will she catch up?’ He shoved the chip into his mouth and tipped the bag up to get the last of the bits. His words were spluttered through the crumbs.


I knew he was feeling awkward; I’d seen the same look on some of our neighbours’ faces when Dad and me pushed Rose out in her pram. They only half-looked at her, made silly cooing noises over the prettiness of her yellow bonnet or the white lacy blanket, that Nanna had knitted. Or even talked about her doll, next to her, that was dressed in the matching woollen dress and hat. And all the time, glancing at us with pitying expressions. I didn’t care about them. I did care about Sam.


‘No.’ I felt as though I was betraying Rose saying that. I held her closer, covered her ears between my neck and my hand, even though I knew she couldn’t possibly understand. Her breath was warm on my skin.


‘Never?’ He lowered the bag, his eyes widening.


I tensed, stared him out. ‘Never.’



He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and gave the bag to William to lick. The dog moved the paper along the pavement with his tongue as he chased the last taste clinging to the bag.


‘I’ve never seen your mum out with Rose.’



‘What do you mean?’ Why would he suddenly say that? My stomach was jumping all over the place and the tang of the greasy batter rose in my mouth.


He looked awkward and then burst out, ‘Is it because Rose won’t catch up?’ He peered round at her. ‘And ’cos she looks a bit different? Is that why your mum always makes you bring her when you come out?’



I knew he was right – she didn’t take my sister out. But, even though I resented her for it, something made me want to defend Mum; there were still occasions when we were on our own, when I saw glimpses as she used to be. It was true she’d rejected Rose from the moment she was born, from the moment the midwife had told her my sister was a Down’s syndrome baby. I hadn’t understood why that made any difference at first but I did start to understand later from the way people reacted when they saw Rose. It was as if they felt sorry for us, that it was a shame she’d been born. Mum shouldn’t have felt like that, though. I always thought a mum was supposed to love her children.


The resentment, that Mum didn’t love me and Rose equally, fuelled my sudden anger against Sam. ‘She doesn’t make me bring Rose with me. I like looking after my sister; she has a special heart and she’s mine to look after. Dad says when she’s older she can have her bed in my room – with me – so we can be together even more.’ I held her hand, studied her tiny fingers with the even tinier pink nails. Pushed back the hot smarting of tears. ‘And everybody is different in some way, aren’t they? I think Rose is beautiful.’



‘Sorry.’ Sam lowered his head. ‘I wasn’t being mean.’



‘I know.’ I chewed the inside of my cheek. Thought about what I was going to say next. ‘Shall I tell you something? Something I’ve not told anyone else?’ He turned his head slightly, looked up and sideways at me. Questioning. ‘But you’ve got to promise you won’t ask any questions about it and you won’t tell anyone else. It’s a secret.’



‘What?’



‘Promise?’



‘I promise.’



‘And hope to die?’



‘And hope to die.’



I took in a long breath. The words came out in a rush. ‘Before Rose, for as long as I can remember, I dreamed I had a little sister. It was something I really, really wished for but I didn’t say anything to Mum or Dad because…’ I stopped. I didn’t know why I hadn’t asked them about it. ‘Because it was my secret and if I spoke it out loud, it wouldn’t come true.’



Sam sat up and turned to me, a strange frown bringing his eyebrows together.


I didn’t stop. ‘Then Rose was born and I knew – the minute I saw her – I knew – she was the sister I’d dreamed about. I mean her face; what she looked like.’ I nodded vigorously. ‘It was her…’ I lifted Rose’s fingers to my mouth and kissed them. ‘I recognised her. And she looked up at me and she knew as well.’ I stared at Sam. Challenging. But he didn’t speak. ‘So we belong to one another, Rose and me. We’ll always belong to one another, as long as we live.’



I felt a bit dizzy. I didn’t know whether I’d done the right thing telling him. He was my best friend but would he laugh? I’d hate him if he laughed.


But he didn’t, he moved his head up and down slowly as though he understood, shifted on the edge of the pavement, sat cross-legged.


William came back and leant against us, licking the last taste of the chips from his muzzle.


‘I think I get what you mean,’ Sam said at last. ‘And I’ll never tell anybody. Ever…’ He rubbed at his knees. I noticed they were ingrained with grime as usual. I always supposed his dad didn’t take much notice if Sam washed or not. It never bothered me.


We looked down at my sister. As always her mouth was slightly open, her lips quivering with each breath, her eyelids flickering.


‘She’s dreaming,’ Sam said. He smiled. ‘Perhaps she’s dreaming of you.’



And then I knew my secret would be safe with him. But there was something in his voice that made me ask, ‘Are you okay?’



‘I have a secret an’ all,’ he blurted. His mouth worked as though trying to get the words out.


I waited.



‘I remember when my mum left us, Dad and me,’ Sam said. ‘I was only a kid but I remember… She wanted to take me with her, but she looked different from what she’d always looked like. I’d never seen her in the kind of clothes she wore that day – all posh, like. And she smelled different. I was frightened…’ His cheeks went red and he pushed the heel of his hand up against his nose and sniffed. ‘I hid in the hall cupboard. After she’d gone I heard Dad crying. So I stayed there for ages.’ He rested his head on his knees, hiding his face. ‘I dream an’ all. I dream she comes back to us.’ His voice was muffled. ‘But it’s a bad dream. When it started I used to wake up yelling and shouting. Dad said I was having nightmares. I never told him what they were about. I still dream that I come home from school and there she is. Like nothing ever happened. And I hate her.’ He lifted his head. He was trying not to cry; his eyes all scrunched up. ‘She comes between me and Dad. You know, like he doesn’t have time for me anymore, like we’re not us anymore?’ I nod. ‘And I hate her for that.’




I couldn’t speak. There was a big lump in my chest that hurt. I leaned towards him, put my head on his shoulder for just a few moments and felt the sobs that shook him. When I straightened up and we looked at one another I knew something had changed. I felt older, somehow. And I knew that me and Sam were always going to be friends, whatever happened to us, we were always going to be in one another’s lives.


A tabby cat sauntered by on the opposite side of the road, brushing against the wheel of a parked car, its tail in the air. William went mad, yelping and barking. Sam had to hang on to his collar. Rose woke up with a start but, for once, she didn’t cry. She gazed up at us and smiled.


Sam lifted her hand and put it to his own cheek. She touched his fingers with her other hand, her palm over his thumb. Get it, Rose, I thought, hold it. I watched, my breathing stilled, willing her to capture Sam’s thumb. Frowning with the effort she gripped it. Tight. I laughed as she pulled it to her mouth, sucked it, her eyes squeezed together in concentration. My throat hurt. ‘She hasn’t done that before,’ I said.


‘Must be my super powers.’ Sam laughed. But still, when, after a while, he asked again, ‘So she’ll never catch up?’ I had to be honest.


‘No.’















Chapter Seven


2002: Yesterday: 2.30 p.m.


The room stinks but Sam says nothing. He stands at her side, stroking her hair while I, my legs itchy with the aftermath of restricted circulation, stomp around the bed, stripping off the sheets and carrying them downstairs to shove into the kitchen sink in hot water. Once, coming back into the bedroom, I stand and watch the pair of them. I notice that, between Sam’s fingers, I can see her scalp, pink through the fine strands.


Up to now, except for a few token words, we’ve not spoken. Now he says, ‘You can’t carry on like this; you need help for during the day. Carers.’



I know what he’s thinking; we can’t let our living here, being with her, come between us again. Once was enough. I can’t lose him a second time. But still I say, ‘We’ve tried that before, Sam. You know what happened every time. It was worse for me after they left; she’d play up even more. I’ll manage. Honest.’



I drag clean sheets and a duvet cover from the shelf in the airing cupboard. ‘Honest,’ I say again. The tears are hot when they spill over. I look over my shoulder at him to see if he’s heard the gulping sob that I’ve tried to swallow. He doesn’t seem to. He’s murmuring a few words to Mum, and she appears to be listening to him. At least she’s stopped moaning while he talks. And she’s not said no once.


I leave her with him while I change my clothes.


1966


I was wrong about Rose; she did catch up, it was just in her own time. When she was nearly three Rose walked on her own. She’d been able to stand for months if we held her hands but wobbled and sat back down if we let go.


I used to worry; what would happen when she was too big for me to carry? Although she was really small for her age, she seemed heavy because she was bendy. So I practised with her every day, kneeling in front of her and going backwards. She thought it great fun. But I saw the change in her face just before she flopped down on her bottom, a flicker of worry in her eyes, her little lower lip pushed out.


So the day she stood on her own, the day she took her first few steps, was wonderful. We were in the kitchen; it was a Sunday morning. Through the open back door, the warm air from outside flooded in. I could see Dad pulling weeds from the path, Mum pegging out washing that hung limply on the line in the stillness. The sky a brilliant blue, the kind that hurts your eyes to look at.
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